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FIRST-EVER RETROSPECTIVE EXHIBITION IN U.S. OF FRENCH
PHOTOGRAPHER ADOLPHE BRAUN OPENS JUNE 18

CLEVELAND— One of the 19th century’s premier French photographers, Adolphe Braun

pioneered a merger of fine art photography and commercial acumen through an intricate

relationship between technology, design, and mass marketing. The first-ever comprehensive

exhibition of his work in America, Image and Enterprise: The Photographs of Adolphe

Braun, will open at the Cleveland Museum of Art (CMA) on June 18, remaining on view

through August 27, 2000. The international loan show is organized by Maureen O’Brien,

curator of painting and sculpture at The Museum of Art, Rhode Island School of Design

(RISD), and Mary Bergstein, associate professor of art and architectural history at RISD. It

features 100 photographs spanning the range of subjects that attracted Braun— flowers,

landscapes, stereoscopic views, Swiss regional costumes, and reproductions of art works.

Braun, and later his company, produced these images between 1854 and 1880. The exhibition

has been on view at The RISD Museum; Cleveland is the only other venue. Admission

is free.

Curator of contemporary art and photography Tom Hinson is overseeing the

Cleveland showing of the exhibition. He notes, “Adolphe Braun made an incredible impact

both on the business of photography and the quality of the medium. His themes were

wonderfully diverse while his methods stayed on the cutting edge of technological advances

of the day. He was one of the first successful photo-industrialists, disseminating thousands of

fine photographs across the world, something unprecedented in the 19th century. Since

acquiring several outstanding examples of works by Braun for the CMA in the 1980s and

‘90s, I have looked forward to seeing a retrospective exhibition of this extraordinarily

talented artist. It is especially appropriate to have RISD’s show here during Faces of

Impressionism because Braun’s work was at the same time as those artists.”

Born in 1812, Braun was raised in the major industrial city of Mulhouse— a city

renowned for its design and production of wallpapers and textiles— in southern Alsace.

Trained as a textile designer first at Mulhouse’s ecole industrielle, and later in Paris, Braun

shifted to the photographic medium in the early 1850s, most likely following the perfection
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of the wet collodion process, in which glass plate negatives, coated with a wet, light-sensitive solution, are used to

produce many positive prints in sharp detail (as opposed to the earlier daguerreotype, which could not be

reproduced).

Braun’s first photographic images, using this wet collodion process, were presented to the Academie des

Sciences in Paris in the fall of 1 854. Fleurs photographiees, his 300-plate series depicting various flowers, shrubs,

wreaths, fruits, herbs, and grasses, was an immediate success, and Braun was soon considered, along with Edouard

Baldus, Henri Le Secq, and the Bisson brothers, to be among the greatest photographers of the time. Braun’s flower

photographs, meant to allow designers to work from natural models, featured live, casually arranged flowers cut

from gardens and illuminated naturally. Temperate weather was necessary to avoid any wilting of his specimens, and

Braun favored a neutral background. In CMA’s lush Bouquet (1854), for example, each flower is distinctive and

visible.

Encouraged by this initial success, Braun decided to expand his work by exploring different themes,

including landscape and architecture. Romantic, perfectly composed views such as Valley ofLauterbrunnen (about

1875, printed about 1900), featuring sheer cliffs and a waterfall, were in high demand, suited to either the traveling

or armchair Xouxxsi. L’Album de I Alsace (1859), including 120 plates of famous Alsatian landmarks and buildings,

earned Braun the Legion of Honor, bestowed on him by Napoleon III on December 25, 1 859. One example from

L Album de L Alsace is A Mill at Stosswihr (1859), where a picturesque mill spills water into a flowing stream,

representing a pastoral way of life. Shortly after the album’s publication, Napoleon gave Braun the title of

Photographer ofHis Majesty the Emperor.

Braun used different types of photography as their technologies improved to his rigorously high standards.

One example was stereoscopy, which had captivated the mid- 19th- century public with the illusion of three

dimensions. Holding a viewfinder close to the eyes, one perceived a specially positioned double image as three-

dimensional, a sort of early form of “virtual reality.” In 1859, Braun began to produce large numbers of stereoscopic

landscapes, depicting the most chic tourist destinations in Switzerland. Inexpensive and appealing to a wide

audience, these images formed the core of Braun’s commercial enterprise, and guaranteed him a consistent profit.

Within 10 years, Braun compiled a catalogue ofmore than 6,000 stereoscopic plates. Alpine and glacier views, such

as Lucerne et Mont Pilate (1860-1870), a picturesque waterfront scene reproduced in striking detail, were among the

most highly desired images.

In 1866, Braun added a panoramic format in varying sizes (8x11 cm to 27 x 51 cm), using the new

Pantascopic (panoramic) camera— to which he had acquired exclusive rights.

Animals also fascinated Braun, as emphasized first in his 1 860s collection Animaux de Ferme {Farm

Animals). Later, in a series of elegantly composed still lifes entitled Panoplies de gibier or Sujets de chasse {Game

Trophies, Hunt Subjects, 1 867), Braun created eight large compositions of still lifes depicting feathered and furred

game, all arranged with a painterly sensibility. With the newly developed carbon printing process, which used

permanent dyes to prevent fading, photographs could also have brilliant color tones— which clients could order

(more ...)



Braun/CMA— 3

according to personal preference— ranging from warm yellows to rich browns. The photographs in Braun’s series

were nearly life-size (approximately 30 x 23 inches; 80 x 60 cm), made from so-called “mammoth” plate negatives,

and intended to be framed and hung in dining rooms. CMA’s Trophy ofthe Hunt (about 1867), considered a tour de

force in technical ability, presents the gun, horn, and other accoutrements of the hunt as well as dead game in a way

meant to rival still-life paintings by the 17th-century Dutch masters.

Braun’s curiosity and ambition also led him to produce many other series, including Swiss costume studies.

Related to these is the carbon print L ’Alsace (1871), which evokes the love he shared with his countrymen for lands

ultimately lost by the French in the Franco-Prussian War (1870-71).

Another phenomenal success for Braun was photographing works of art. Using the carbon process, he

worked in such places as the Musee du Louvre (with which he had a 30-year exclusive contract), the British

Museum, the Sistine Chapel, and the Vatican Palace. Artwork images featured in the show include Head ofa Horse

from the Pediment ofthe Parthenon, British Museum (about 1 872), and Ignudo (Michelangelo), Sistine Chapel,

Rome (1869). The first photographer to equip his studio with a steam engine— increasing print production while

reducing staff— Braun and his company produced close to 2,500 negative plates of reproduced artworks in one

year.

Hinson comments, “Braun was an ambitious and enterprising businessman, establishing one of the largest

photographic publishing houses in the world, identifying new uses for photography, and reaching the widest possible

audience. He combined science, technology, design, and education, becoming one of the 19th century’s most

innovative photographers.”

Free Gallery Talks and Public Lecture

Gallery talks by CMA education staffmember Saundy Stemen will be offered on Tuesday, July 25, at 10:30 a.m.,

and on Wednesday, August 2, at 6 p.m. On Wednesday, August 16, at 7 p.m.. The RISD Museum’s Maureen

O’Brien, exhibition co-curator, will present a free public lecture, Adolphe Braun Bouquets, in the Recital Hall.

Catalogue to Accompany Exhibition

A 160-page, fully illustrated color catalogue, published by The RISD Museum, will accompany the exhibition ($35).

It is the first catalogue on Braun to be published in English. A 15-minute video is available for purchase.

For more information on the CMA and its events, call 1-888-CMA-0033 or visit www.clevelandart.org .

This project was organized by The Museum of Art, Rhode Island School of Design and made possible in part by

generous funding from: The National Endowment for the Humanities, dedicated to expanding American

understanding of history and culture; and with support from The RISD Museum Associates; the Florence Gould

Foundation; the Robert Mapplethorpe Foundation; Mr. and Mrs. V. Duncan Johnson; and anonymous donors.

Promotional support is provided by Northern Ohio Live and 89.7 WKSU.
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